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Interview with Chief Justice Earl Warren 
March 26, 1974 
By Alfred Goldberg 

Q, What were the circumstances of your selection and that of 
the other commissioners? 

A. Two or three days after the assassination I was in conference 
with the Court when I was told that the Beputy Attorney- 
General — Nick Katzenbach — , and the Solicitor General 
I believe it was Archibald Cox — we re waiting to see me. 

They told me that because of t he rumors . and the ... worldw ide^ 
« fexcitr»mp.nt about the ass assination, the President wanted 
to appoint a commission to investigate and report on the 
entire matter. The President wanted me to serve as the 
Chairman of the Commission# 

I had given thought previously to the matter of Supreme 
Court Justices serving on presidential Commissions and had 
concluded that it was not a good thing to do. .1 had expressed 

myself on the subject in both private and public. I decl i ned 

the offer and asked Katzenbach and Cox to tell the President 

why I did not consider it appropriate. I recommended some 

other people, whose names I do not recall, for the position. 
Katzenbach and Cox went away, and I thought that that settled 

it. . 

About an hour and a half later I received a call from 

President Johnson asking me to come up to the White House 
to talk with him. I went to the White House. The President 
told me that he felt that the assassination was such a 
torrid event that . it Could lead u s into a w ar.and that i f_jU 
Mp._ M.hfcblanQther worldjjuwcr. He - said that he 
hns wn ta lki ng with - Secret aiX-Og D e r^sg-HCN^m a j.- a w hu -ftad^ 

told_hjua__thajL-£bn^ .. aiCat omrc~~war wo^ldr-cosT^ 

about 60 million peopl e. I 
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but said that if the President thought it that important 
for me to serve I would su bordinate my v iews. Ha had al- 
ready told me the names of ■ the other members of the 
Commission. He said that al ^ of the othe rs had agreed 
to serve if T wou ld bo the Chairma n. The President had 
pointed out that one of the dangers was that the Attorney- 
General in Texas would try to set up a hearing and have a 
carnival down there in Texas. Also, the Congressional 
Committees in Washington would try to get into the act. 

He said that if I agreed to serve as Chairman of the 
Commission all of these other interferences would cease. 

I said that if it was that important, I would serve. 

Johnson announced the appointment by 7s 30 p.m. My conversation 
wth him took place about 5:00 p.m. Johnson also said he 
would order the Federal establishment to make any and all 
facts available and to help us in every way. 

I didn't sec PresiQr^t Johnson more than t wo or three 
times during the whole time we were working on the report. 

And on those occasionps there was never any discussion of 
the Commission. The same thing goes for everybody else in 
the White House. No one tried tQ^touch or guidejis. We 
hel d up the Repo rt v/hile we checked out last-minute items 
ji on Oswald, p articularly the _ _nne about him shopping in a 
I r Texas town that wa s supposed^ to—haye LBj~5ilies~~ in it7^ 

'We ^iacT~to~c hetTk^o n rumors and we did/^T~dd^-^1f^no\7~that 
Abe FVirtng h ad — in getting the Commi ssion idea 
accepted by LBJ. I had no contact with Fortas at ~d;h§t time. 

Q. Did president Johnson communicate to you any of his views 
about the assassination? He is reported to have believed, 
at least initially, that it was a^Innmun ist p^ ot. 



REPRODUCED FROM T$E COLLECTIONS OF THE MANUSCRIPT DIVISION, LIBRARY OF CONCRESS 



- 3 - 



Q. 



A. 



A. It wao obvious from ray talk with Johnson that he was thinking 
A of Khruslnev and_Jlas-bxp . There were rumors around the world 
thEcU^tMswos the way the Communists had token to get rid of 
Kennedy. These rumors were influencing people here and abroad, 
(it was not c learly expr ea-saxL by him. There v/e re, of course, 

/two thco?>caloi^donspiracy. One was the theory about the 
i Communists . The other was that LBJLs^f r^nds^jA d^t as a 
.coup d'etat . Jo hnson dodjad-t-J^ that. 

Did you have any preconceived ideas about the assassination? 

Did you entertain the notion of some kind of a conspiracy at 
the beginning? 

As soon as I read about Oswald v/orking at the Texas School Book 
building and leaving it as he did — the only employee to dis- 
appear — and after the gun was found, with the cartridges, it 
seemed to me that a -surface cage was established. These cir- 
cumstances, followed by his trip from the building — — getting 
on a bus and getting a transfer, then getting a cab — killing 
Tippet — and running into a theatre where he tried to shoot 
the' policemen who came to get him — those made a case. I 
r> pvftr put any faith in a ennem-i rfley nf any kind. 

When this and other information surfaced quickly — the 
gun from the mail order house — there was a case. The only thing 
that gave me any pause about a conspiracy theo ry was t hat Oswald 
had been a defector to Russ ia a t one-time. I don' t believe that 
.1 ever dev eloped any conspiratorial theor y. 

How was the Commission Staff chosen? 



1 



A. The selection of the staff was left to Lee Rankin. He may have 
asked me about people sometimes, but I left it to Rankin. He may 
hove known some people were friendly and acceptable. I don't know 
whether any commissioners recommended any people. I thought that 
the lawyers ought to come from different part of the country estdr 
and not from one group. I wanted the men to be independent and not 
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to have any connections that might later be Embarrassing. 

Rankin showed me a list of senior and junior members and the 
geography — where they came from. 

Q. Do you think that any useful purpose would have been served by 
appointment of an adversary counsel? 

A. We were p lagued at— times bv Mark -Lane . He claimed to represent 
Oswald's mother and wanted to have an adversary role in the pro- 
ceedings. We invited the American Civil Liberties Union to 
participate in our proceedings . They were appreciative but said 
they didn't want to be there all the time. There were opportunities 
for public testimony, but only Lane requested an open public 
hearing. We invited the American Bar Association to sit in on 

all of the hearings. They accepted the invitation, and a local 

£ 

lawyer sat in for them much of the time. V/e never of fred to hp l ji 
adversary pr oceerdings . V/e took the position of nob-pro secuti ng 
but investigating the facts. V/e may have discussed holding ad- 
versary proceedings, bub I don't remember. We brought Lane back 
from' Europe to testify, you may remember. 

Q. Do you feel that the investigation wa: thorough enough? What do 
you consider the most important loose ends? 



A* The Commission felt that the i ovesti ation had beer\ thorough enough. 
We couldn' t think of anything left uncovered or any witness unheard/ 
I still think so. N n one khas come forth with an ything new. All 
of the Commissioners were agreed. There were no loose ends. 



Q. On reflection, do you think that it would have been better to 
have permitted ikxz the Commission Staff access to the X-rays 
of the President? 



A. 



‘2 



On reflexHion I do not believe that access to the X-rays should 
have been given. The public was given the best evidence available 
th e personal tes timony of the doctors who performed the autopsy. 

In a trial, the court would n ot have_ permitted, the X-rays to be 
. introduced because ib t vjmil ri have operated against the de fendant . 
The decision was largely mine and the Commission approved.- I had 



•*4 
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seen people trying to get artifacts related to the assassination 
of the President, and I knew that they would try to get pictures 
of the President's body. The photos were sent to the Department 
of Justice and were not to be revealed without the consent of the 
Kennedy family. They should be there fo r all time to com e. They 
represent sequestered, not destroyed, evidence. President Johnson 
got a committee of pathologists to go ovor the X-rays with the 
consent of the family. They examined the pictures and eonsitfered 
them consistent with the doctors' testimony. For good or 
I t ake full ire sponsibillt-fy-^for— it. I couldn't conceive permitting 
these things b^ing^e€nt around the country and displayed in 
jnuseums . And .ca rnivals a nd^b&rkg js and that sort of thing. 

You remember that the Department of Justice condemned many of 
Oswald's artifacts. 

Q. What is your recollection of the Commission's consideration of the 
single bullet theory? 

A. I was inclined ^ towards the belief that the first bullet went 
through both the President and Governor Connolly. I felt that 
the bullet found on Connolly's stretcher in the hospital had 
caused both wounds for the simple reason that neit her wound inv olved 
bone — the bullet just went through flesh. The force of~ the ^ 
bullet was subdued when it passed through the President and it 
spent itself going through Connolly. I didn't put much faith in 
ConnoULyf-S- test i mony at all. John McCloy cited two instances~~in 
World- War I when people who had been shot a considerable time before 
didn't know they had been struck at all, and then after a few 
seconds dropped dead. I_ didn't put much faith in CnnTwiiyig 
ha ying heard a s hot an d th en feeling the woun d. A shot can deaded 
one's emotions or reactions for a tiort time. 

Only thrift shots^ were fired. No one could have fired from 
the k noll or the ove rpass without-h aving -been^jgeen. That didn't 
cause any particular debal.e^on the Commission. Senat or Rtssell 
'was not there — he was there. I w<a d g: 4Xs t u rbo d^abo u t him 

because he was always saying he was g'-ing to resign because he was 
too busy. He was busy with the Armed Services Committee. I 
i couldn't talk with Russell because of the segregation y cases . 
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I sent K-.m-.-in mrn-r f. 0 tr*1 v ' w ith hi m. I wanted Russell to be 
aware of everything that was going on. I wanted him to put a 
representative on the Commission S$aff. He put a woman lawyer 
from Atlanta on the Stuff and she kept him informed of what was 
going on. We had no difficulty with Russell then. I don't 
remember him being in on consideration of the single bullet 
theory. Before we put out the Report, Russell wanted it held 



I up so he could -dowruiio, Texan a nd go through the Depository 

' B uilding^ He cquld_we.il h:.ve -quest ioned the single^ huTlet theory. 

What do you consider the most important issues faced by the 
Commission? 

A. The non-cons pirr-cy theory w as probably the basic decision of 

the case. Two groups of the public tboughtlthere was conspiracy — 
they were at opposite ends of the spectrum. It was the Coi amunists 
or the r irht- winger s who did it according to these two views. 

.They disagreed violently on what kind of conspiracy and who 
''would be involved. The Commission made the basic decision that 
there was no evidence of a conspiracy. I- , think thot - perhap o- 
AHop Dul les was a little uncertain a t times as to whether there 
ha d bee^-a^conspiracy or not. But thir never ripened into bloom . 

I am not surednUithat Ford may h;ve believed in a conspira cy. 

He may well have suDLSKsome thing on the subject, but i don’t ± 
remember. Ford wanted to^fire Ball and Redlich because they had 
attacked the House Unamerican Activities Committee in the pastp 
Ford also had a comple x about the StaS^D^partment. He wanted to 
get something into the Report about the State^Deoartment. After 
/ the Report had been mad e, Russell made some statement^ to the eff et 
\flth at he wasn't sure that there had not bee n a Comm unistc&nspiracv. 

.te 






Russell attended the final Commission meeting and went to the wl 
House when we presented the Report to the President. 
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Wha t ’H o you consider" The" most' important contribution to the 
Report made by the Commission? 

It was remarkable that the Commissioners all agreed on anything. 
Politically, we had as many opposites as the number of people 





the Commission Staff was from all over the country and without 
any previous connections among them. Consequently, it was less 
lik ely that we woul d get a cohesi jve repor t. The diversity of 
selection of the sta2T~riray have made a positive contribution 
to the Report. On the Secret Service and the FBI, the 
ommission didn't think that Sam Stern ; s report-w as o bje c-tiye 
r J.nj;ical . Wo re legated it to th e files ana had__it 
We would have looked bad — if__we had failed to rxpnxi 



>int out 



that the FBI h ad had reason to look upZQswaTdT^before^jthe^vent, 
kn owing all th at— It aid about Oswald. J. Edgar Hoover v/as ^ 
furious about it. But it just had to be done; it couldn't be 



passed over. We felt we had to call it to the attention of the 
ublic. The FBI had notified the Secret Service about only 
p° cple^i n Dallas before the visit. And we would also have 
p oked silly if we hadn't mentioned the Secret S ervice agents s. 
rgoing out the night bef ore the a ss as sin at ion . in~DaTTas ; — The 
staff was in contact with the FBI all of the time during the 
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i investigation,' and^Jbhe-J'^-co-ul^-.i ^fj^enc^ a lot of _ P e °P le 
Lnd ncrsuade them not to critic ize. Th e r e wa s . anothon - f -s ot o r - n 
* u .. tu nfiT'timnnt of j^tioo «ont a ynmjgjTir n , . nwr to thff r . nfr-isr .i 
to-uul ac liaicon with He^ws-verj ui/Uludl oi mu Il'-UT 

t he tim o -hc oomo over - to . ur~- L uu R t ulin Q4 QulyX Jlu-Un^ ' -l v«r ‘ 
i n a very ^o~Hcs+-n nnnlHna. I hnrt t-ha great e st, c onf idence -an-* 

Rankin -.— 

Did the Commission insist on or push certain line3 of inquiry? 

I can't think of anything in particular. On one_occasion_we 
considered the matter of a defector .f rojL^hg^03d^--^on. 

The q ta ^icarsii him of chican ery, and we d is cussed ythe.ther to 
use him as a witness. Lurfas ^adagant that we should not _in_ang 
way' base our findings on 

There was eTlot of discussion of this matter among the 
Gocimis si oners considerable di scussion, 

^onidecL-not -to use -hisses timony. He had given^ ^ear 
j^bi Tiil^vP — hf .nl th - to O s w al d re for as be i i BS=a-5oyieT~agen t . Much 
Tj JirfTat' A nderson nouse.J ran a cross CI A_^ir^ctorJlalB3> 
pfclv rr^T^ Told me that— tha ^JlIA_ba ( ^ f inall£ _afifiJ-ded 






that the defector 



‘Ford was especially interested 
in internati onal as pectZoQ^i- assassination. Everybody on 
the Commission wanted to visit Dallas. Russell couldn' t go 
most of the time, but he went down later. Some of the 
Commissioners went individually. Mcdoy scouted the place on^ 
his own. R ogg e wao a good Cow*4 .- & s ion e r . — no oupro afehod taints 
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; i e — very holpful i — Do jiys was f ru naly 



Q 



A. 



I f OUTrd - 

c. nta. onioti c . * — * 

Satisfied with the operation and performance 



objootivoly^ 
a nd Fora \j s 
Were you genera 
of the Commission Staff? 

I think th- t judging from what developed I have co be satisfies 
with the work of the Staff. 3u tss=b£ fch«-duWTf_mo^^ 
work too, hard.- .But/fl in aH* I think the Staff dicT^ good 
jobr - ^AT r ^er^*all, the individuals weren't free to roam over 
the whole situation. They had to submerge themselves into > 
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particular aspects of the investigation and. the Report. I 
gave my attention to the senior members of the Staff. I 
talked to Joe Ball for instance, and with Bert Jenner and 
Bill Soleman. I can't give a firm opinion about the younger 
men. I dealt first with Rankin and then with others. I have 
always operated by picking someone X could trust and giving 
him the greatest latitude. I had great confidence in Lee 
Rankin. He had proved his integrity to me in the Dixon-Yates 
case when he was Solicitor General. We had to have a minimum 
of publicity if the Commission was to do its job, but we couldn't 
prevent witnesses from talking to the press. I had thought of 
Warren Olnev for the Chief Counsel job, but someone said that 
we shouldn't have anyone who was already in Government for 
that job. I agreed. McCloy recommended Rankin for Chief 
Counsel. ~ — — 

Do you think that the Report might have been more thorough 
and more accurate had more time been allowed for the job? 

A. / We had all^_the time v/e wanted. If we had gone any further we 
would have gotten into the pol itical mess of the p residential 
campaign . Ther e were no new avenue s _J r £flt— &xj£Xglore . When we 
had found something new we did stop and explore. Doubts always 
arise in investigations such as this one and sometimes mulling 
things over may lead to doubts that confuse. I believe you havo 
to bring things to e head. Ten months is a long time. This 
murder case could h ave, been tried in_the cour ts . jja^adb-more than 
three days on the f aa-ts . The only real question h ad to do 
with w he t he r_ o t he rs were involved. Putting it all together was 
a real job. 

V/e re there any special problems in working with J. Edgar Hoover 
and the FBI? 
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A. There were no special problems from Hoover and the FBI. I 
saw Hoover_Qgl£ B £nce during the investigation. We had lunch. 
The Secret Service was very coope rativ e and so was tlie__CIA. 
Peop.e don't remember that we had all the facilities of the 
U.S. Government investigative agencies at our disposal. 

The police departments throughout the country helped. We 
got scientific findings. V/e had an enormous amount of help. 
Never in the history of the country have so many responsible 
agencies focused on the facts and tried to determine them. 



re you aware of any political consideration of any kind or 
any aj^rs^cise of political influence on any ccraraission£j?-<rrom 
any source? 

I don't believe there was any^poJrtdrCal activity at all. On 
the part of Ford it was^^-igg^S&ii-^ f^olrirti^s^l orientati on 
g ather tha n _ ideolro ^vT I a m _ po sitive there v/as^O^tint of 
politin-adT^nfluena a^ I think I cansSy— t-he— same— -wting m 
staff. 



Q. What do you consider the chief weaknesses of the Report? 

A. -I have always had a pride of accomplisheraent about the Report. 

I don't feel that there is much left to be desired from the 
Report. V/e reported every bit of evidence we took in the case. 
The records ar£ in the National Archives. V/e did reach agreeraen 
among a group of men who were not noted for their homogeneity. 

It seemed to me that we had an enormous amount of help from 
agencies of the government at the direction of the Fresident 
who instructed them nothing s hould be held bac k. V/e got 

everything we wanted. V/e achieved as much proof as could be 
achieved. If I had had doubts v;hether t he FBI and the Secret 
Service were performing and that it would take something 
additional, I would ^have insisted on -a cc ess to ~-tlieir__rec^ords T 
and the rest o?~The^Coramission would have too. 

_To whet do you attribute the negative criticism of and the 
growing doubts about the Commission and the Report? 
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A nutober of things greatly contributed to putting doubts in 
the minds of people ~ the ch aotic conditi ons in Dallas, the 
system of news g athering, and the relationship of the press 
to the news media. Many things that didn't happen at all 
also contributed. And p eople all over the world are don- 

s piratorlal- minded . And often there have been conspiracies. 

But our hi story has not bee n t hat way ^ 5 uE7Tiae~-uf -the Lincoln 
asjiaJSsin^tnroTTi there— were— no— ceoispiracies . The attempt on 
Truman was conspiracy of sorts. There's no use discussing 
this w ith pe ople overseas. Almost everybody there~tEInfcs- it 
was—semie— kind_of:_a_ conspiracy . I 'talked with The press a couple 
of times overseas — in Ethiopia and Peru. About 1966 on 
1 1967 the Associated Press wanted to go into the whole thing 
and assigned two men to do a definitive story. They worked a 
/ whole year and turned out a book, but it was never published. 

I They agreed with the Commission, and that wa3 not news. 



Q. If you had to do it over again, what would you do differently 
or have the Commission do differently?/ 

A. I can't think of anything at the present . time . I don't remember 
•anything that was basic to the report- or its integrity* 

I wouldn&t want to revise anything at this time. 



